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Marcus Lee Hansen: America's First
T ransethnic Historian
by MOSES RISCHIN
In a world in flux, the historian must strike a balance
between change and tradition. The historian of American
immigration and culture particularly sits poised on the
knife's edge, seeking universal categories of analysis and
understanding while immersing himself in a loving study of
distinct peoples, places, and ways of life in disarray. He is
the boomer engineer committed to democracy and equality,
progress and growth, mobility and technology, science and
medicine, individualism and freedom. But he is also the
artist, priest, and guardian of culture, the admirer of fragile
arts and crafts and tastes perfected over generations, of
customs, traditions and folkways that afford people quiet
content, of obsolescent manners, civilities, persons, and
things that please. He is both a modern American and many
others, perennially at odds with his varied personae. He is of
necessity divided between his commitment to the promise of
the great society and a concern for the identities of all its
components. An understanding of the emergence during
World War I of America 's first transethnic historian should
contribute to our comprehension of Marcus Hansen as a
precursor to Oscar Handlin, both as a historian and as an
American shaped by historical circumstances that have made
for the internationalization of American history.
Few historians have become so powerfully identified
with a grand theme and the lonely pioneering of that theme
as has Marcus Lee Hansen (1892-1938). 1 He was the first and
only American historian between the two world wars to
conceptualize, legitimate, and give stature and universality
to the ethnic dimension in American life, at least in its
-22-

European aspects. The works of Hansen's distinguished
contemporaries Theodore Blegen, George Stephenson, and
Carl Wittke are undeniably impressive but lack the broad
sweep and overarching vision that made immigration as a
process that common experience of all Americans from the
earliest comers to the latest arrivals. Hansen, on the other
hand, found in the inspiring myth of immigration both a
common denominator and a strategy to unite an ethnically
fragmented and divided nation in need of an epic that would
celebrate the pan-European, if not quite the pan-ethnic,
origins of the American people. Hansen's premature death,
the posthumous publication of his major works, and his
association with rural mid western T urnerian tradition in
eclipse have tended to shroud in elegy the full significance
and originality of the nation's first transethnic historian.
Hansen 's ambition to integrate the diverse stories of
Whitman 's nation of nations into a saga of North Atlantic
civilization without betraying the integrity of any of its parts
fell tragically short of its aim. But the ardor and integrity of
his quest and the conditions surrounding his emergence as
the pioneer historian of immigration have much to tell us
about our own compelling need to take the measure of our
ever-changing, multi-ethnic nation and a world, where
common modes of discourse are essential.
Hansen's scholarly reputation has been based essentially
on two books, The Atlantic Migration, more accurately the
North Atlantic migration, and The Mingling of the Canadian
and American Peoples. Remarkable in their sweep, both
portray primarily the emigration process with but incidental
attention to the complexities of settlement and acculturation.
Aptly called the internatonalizer of the Turnerian tradition.
Hansen was a proud disciple of America's most influential
historian. Like his mentor he was a student of history's silent
social forces. From the outset of his career Hansen was
committed to the study of the significance of immigration to
the United States, as related to the "universal phenomenon"
in the total context of Europe's development. "This is the
story to be told forgetting European political boundaries and
dealing with man in his economic and geographic relations,"
-23-

asserted Hansen in 1924, in the year of decisive immigrationrestriction legislation, in the introduction to his doctoral
dissertation, "Emigration from Continental Europe, 18151860, with Special Reference to the United States." 2 The
perhaps unintended epigrammatic turn of title may have
troubled Turnerians. But Hansen's commitment to the study
of immigration in "relation to the universal phenomenon" at
least left no doubt as to Hansen's American destination.
There was also the other Hansen, the brooding cultural
historian whose voice was slower to find its pitch. This
Hansen was as fully concerned with immigrants as bearers of
European culture as with the process of emigration itself,
with the ongoing texture of American life as much as with its
social dynamics, with the contemporary scene as much as
with the records of the past. Continually Hansen counterpointed his study of the immigration
process with
imaginative probings into the relations between immigrant
and American cultures. His pathbreaking article of 1927,
"The History of American Immigration As a Field for
Research," reflected the breadth if not quite the depth of his
cultural perceptions, and contains many suggestions that are
still fresh and worth pursuing a half century later. In 1929 in
the newly launched New England Quarterly, he adventurously glided across three centuries as he sketched the
cultural implications of "The Second Colonization of New
England," confidently projecting for that historic region a
second flowering inspired by the later immigrants after the
period of gestation had run its course. 3 In 1934, an invitation
to deliver a series of lectures at the University of London
spurred Hansen to put his larger views of American culture
into organized form. The results, entitled "The Influence of
Nineteenth Century Immigration upon American History,"
published in part in The Immigrant in American History,
boldly explored a series of themes that touched both directly
and indirectly on the cultural impact of immigrants upon
America. In a particularly daring lecture in what might be
called comparative regional history, Hansen attempted to
demonstrate how New England, the South, and the Scandinavian Midwest became linked in an alliance that culminated
-24-

in Prohibition . "Immigration and Puritanism" brilliantly
displayed a range that he was only beginning to find, that his
successors have failed to pursue, and that might have
developed into an original full-scale interpretation of nineteenth-century American culture. 4
A historian of varied interests and abilities, Hansen was
an advocate and evangelist, as well as a brilliant research
scholar of immigration history. At his death he was just
emerging as a national spokesman and interpreter of the
larger meaning and implications of immigration for
American culture and life. "I do have in me a streak for what
is called 'popular' writing," 5 confessed Hansen to Turner
early in his career. Like Turner, he was committed to the
study of American history to better know himself so that he
might tell others who they were and might become.
His last two public addresses were superbly interpretative. In these lectures, given in the final year of his life, far
more than in his scholarly works, were revealed the drives
that animated the essential Hansen. The first of these was
Hansen's classic statement "The Problem of the Third
Generation Immigrant, " read at the annual meeting of the
Augustana Historical Society on May 15, 1937. Stressing the
phenomenon of third-generation interest in the immigrant
past, he pointed to the opportunities for third-generation
historical activity and the critical obligation to pursue them. 6
His unfinished and little-known second address followed just
ten days later in Indianapolis. There at a session of the
National Conference of Social Work jointly sponsored by
ten national organizations devoted to immigrant welfare,
Hansen spoke to the grand theme "Who Shall Inherit
America?" In what in effect was his farewell address , he
confessed that his interest in the immigrants of the nineteenth
century was not primarily in their search for work and land,
the dominant theme of his great book The Atlantic
Migration, but "in their unconscious character as the carriers
of culture from an old world to a new. " 7 For the first time he
lectured before an audience of social activists eager for a
prophetic look ahead rather than a documented glance backward. Obviously moved by the occasion, the University of
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Illinois historian cast scholarly restraint aside. In no
uncertain terms, he proceeded to indict the social policy of
the United States for failing to seize the unique cultural
opportunity extended to the new American nation by the
varied immigrant cultures brought to it in the course of the
great migration.
The United States, almost alone among new nations,
has had offered to it the manysided culture of a continent but in its social policy it has scorned to take any
but that represented by a small part of the old world
from which its people come. Is it any wonder that for
over a century observers have deplored the uniformity
of the American cultural scene and have commented on
the pioneer drabness that characterizes towns and cities,
men and women? It is easy to explain it ... by saying
that Americans have been so busy taming a wild continent that there has been no energy or ingeunity left for
other pursuits. The truth is, they made a blunder when
consciously or unconsciously they decreed that one
literature, one attitude toward the arts, one set of standards should be the basis of culture. 8
More precisely, based on "scanty historical study,"
Hansen conceded, he outlined a pattern of "ruthless"
Americanization that had foreclosed the possibilities for a
uniquely variegated national culture. This pattern (he argued
tendentiously), much influenced by contemporary Civil War
"revisionism," had been set in motion by the Civil War,
"which destroyed the Old South" and "in a less obvious way
the varied immigrant America of the North" that had
crystallized at the mid-century.
The Civil War, "the
dominant factor in determining what the prevailing concept
of 'Americanization'
should be," left no place for the
perpetuation of a plurality of cultures that might have helped
define Americanization
in more generous terms. That
"interlude in the normal development of the continent, " as
Hansen, echoing Turn er, described the Civil War elsewhere,
was a disaster for all future prospects for genuine cultural
diversity. The subsequent tides of immigration,
noted
Hansen, renewed and fortified the immigrant subcultures . At
- 26-

times there appeared some hope "that succeeding generations
of Americans would inherit some of the less material and
inspiring features of the civilization that they represented ... "
But a series of catastrophes beginning with the depression of
the 1890s and the emergence of a second generation eager" to
forget everyone and everything that antedated the moment
when the foreign born father first stepped upon American
soil" confirmed the American tradition of cultural
conformity. World War I ratified that impulse with a
vengeance for the second generation of later immigrants and
dealt a mortal blow to a prestigious German-American
culture that succumbed to the ravages of superpatriotism
and intolerance. "Little could be expected to survive the
hundred percentism of that period and apparently little did,"
the historian dolefully concluded. 9
Yet, ultimately, Marcus Hansen seemed to hope, the
saga of immigration would become in and of itself a force for
culture and its renewal in ways not quite foreseeable. "If told
as transpired ... the epic of migration can add an ideal to
take the place of one of the many that recent decades have
shattered," he pledged in closing his Augustana address. But
at Indianapolis, he cast out a challenge to the nation as well.
"Within the next generation, the United States will decide
what it wants to accept and what it wants to reject. That is
the next problem of immigration that the nation must solve."
Three years later, his three major works rolled off the
Harvard and Yale university presses almost simultaneously.
Monuments to Hansen's all too brief career, they appeared,
ironically, just as again a world war rang down the possibilities for a reaffirmation and renewal of the nation's multicultural heritage. By then even Hansen's innocuous
suggestion in his 1927 article that Carl Schurz's career as a
German-American was more important than his role as an
American statesman proved unseemly and was deleted when
the article was reprinted in The Immigrant in American
History. 10 For the third time, what might be called Hansen's
Second Law, the principle of war and catastrophe, had come
to nullify Hansen's First Law, the principle of thirdgeneration interest in the immigrant past.
-27-

What combination of forces had nurtured Marcus Lee
Hansen? In the years between the two world wars, Hansen,
it would appear, had occupied a unique vantage point from
which to view the immigration story and the total American
cultural scene. In a nation of highly visible ethnics, his
ethnic identity proved an unusually fecund source for
creative scholarship.
A self-conscious
ScandinavianArnerican, he shared actively in the corning of age of
American Scandinavia. It was he who informed fellow
Scandinavian-Americans in his Augustana address, without
detailing all the reasons, that after three generations of
American living it was inevitable that they should have
virtually co-opted the first generation of immigration
historians. Protestant,
Nordic, and rnidwestern, they
inhabited and gave a tone to the outer prairies which evoked
a lyric vision of a lost nineteenth-century agrarian America.
Indeed, to self-conscious New Englanders, ScandinavianAmericans appeared far more akin to their own heroic
Puritan ancestors than did they, their bloodline descendants.
To the enthusiastic young Brahrnin historian Samuel Eliot
Morison, Ole Rolvaag's Beret was indisputably a latter-day
Anne Bradstreet. Corning from nations that had been neutral
if not impartial during World War I, Scandinavian-Americans remained relatively unscarred by the war and its aftermath. By contrast, other major ethnic groups continued to
live in the long shadow of war guilt, revolution, and imputed
racial and cultural inferiority; soon they would even become
connected in the popular mind with totalitarian, dictatorial,
and other un-Arnerican governments that had come to rule
their countries of origin. Furthermore, Scandinavian-Americans, long identified with cognate political and cultural
traditions, were corning to be associated with a new
Scandinavia of northern Europe, immune from the turmoil
of the Continent and apparently able to balance change and
tradition with rare good sense.
For half a century, Norway, Sweden, and Denmark had
been divorced from power politics. In the aftermath of
World War I, no group of countries championed the League
of Nations more ardently. None was more consistently
-28 -

identified with a keen sense of human solidarity and with the
quest for a moral equivalent of war. No one better
exemplified cosmopolitan humanitarianism
than Fridtjof
Nansen, intrepid Arctic explorer, deviser of the international
Nansen passport, first high commissioner of refugees for the
League of Nations, and the recipient in 1922 of the Nobel
Prize for peace. Perhaps it was more than coincidence that
1927, the year of the publication of Hansen's seminal article
"The History of American Immigration As a Field for
Research," saw Ole Rolvaag's immigrant epic of the prairies,
"the climax of a literary tradition that began in the 1870's,"
Dorothy B. Skardall reminds us, attain bestsellerdom and
saw a nonstop flight from New York to Paris turn twentyfive-year-old Charles Lindbergh into an instant American
symbol and popular idol, the pioneer of a new epic in transatlantic migration, the prairie Viking become lone eagle. 11
For Americans of Scandinavian origin, past, present,
and future appeared to have fallen into place. For them,
Americanness
and Scandinavianness
had attained an
enviable harmony that reflected a moral equilibrium and
international poise denied most of their hyphenated and
unhyphenated contemporaries. The University of Minnesota, at the heart of American Scandinavia, seemed to be the
only major institution of higher learning in the country able
to provide a setting for immigration scholars that blended
unobtrusively
into the surrounding
region and that
summoned up a sense of community rather than of conflict,
of shared frontiers rather than divided worlds. There,
Scandinavian-American historians Theodore Blegen, George
Stephenson, and others could draw on a hospitable milieu
where their research and teaching enhanced rather than
compromised their American identity. Indeed in 1926,
Stephenson became the first historian to undertake a general
survey of American immigration. Following an opening
chapter analyzing the causes of emigration from the United
Kingdom, Stephenson chose to portray the Scandinavians in
the following chapter and then proceeded to depict the other
ethnic strains. "It is the opinion of a competent Swedish
observer that the establishment of Swedish-America is the
-29-

greatest and most significant accomplishment of the Swedish
people," Stephenson exulted. 12
No son of Scandinavia was better outfitted for a
rediscovery of America and a reinterpretation of its history
from the perspective of immigration than was Marcus Lee
Hansen. The rising status of Scandinavian-Americans
and
their heightened American self-consciousness combined to
crystallize the impulse to find pro-found fulfillment in the
telling of the saga of the American Canaan. But unlike
Minnesota's immigrant historians and others who became
primarily ethnic and grass-roots historians, Marcus Hansen
aimed from the first to encompass the total immigration
epic. "It differs from other studies," he noted in the opening
lines of his doctoral dissertation, "in being a flank instead of
a direct attack upon the problem; instead of studying
emigration, as such, it investigates the economic, social and
political environment in which the movement operated that
its fullest significance may be appraised ... "Hansen showed
little patience for scholars differently inclined. "The student
of American history is not interested primarily in
nationalities," he admonished fellow Scandinavians who
limited their researches to single countries. Hansen, unlike
most of them, was not closely associated with the major
immigrating
Scandinavian
nationalities,
the Lutheran
churches, or a state where Scandinavian-Americans
could
aspire to hegemony. Scandinavian-American colleagues did
not recall hearing him speak the Scandinavian tongues, and
even suspected that others had aided him in researching
Scandinavian
sources. 13 Deliberately, Hansen did not
publish a single article in his lifetime that focused on
Scandinavian America. He was one of them but not quite
one of them.
From his parents, particularly his father, the historian
acquired a combination of traits that must have profoundly
conditioned his image of himself, his psychology, and his
goals. When the senior Markus Hansen migrated to the
United States from Langeland in 1871 at age twenty,
America was the promised land. Scandinavian immigrants
especially were welcomed by prairie-state boards of
-30-

immigration, which proclaimed in most of the languages of
northern Europe that agrarian and domestic virtues of their
commonwealths.
The highly individualistic elder Hansen
was determined to start afresh and to become a new-world
Christian. But unlike so many of his Danish fellowcountrymen in rebellion against the staid church establishment of their homeland, he did not turn to the new Zion of
the West, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints.
Intead of becoming a Mormon, the elder Hansen became a
Baptist, trained for the ministry, and devoted his life to
founding Baptist churches for Danish and Norwegian
immigrants throughout the prairie West. On two occasions,
as family lore had it, the pioneer minister's career was nearly
terminated. Just before Mark's birth, a Dakota blizzard
almost wiped out the Hansen family. Somewhat earlier,
apparently, in Centerville, Iowa, a young Norwegian newcomer caught pneumonia from the rigors of a wintry
baptism. After her death, the elder Hansen was hanged in
effigy, barely escaping with his life. Young Mark, the sixth
of seven children and his father's namesake, was conditioned
early to view the whole Midwest as the hub of his universe.
In 1929 in a letter to Turner, Hansen paid homage to his
America with the characteristic ardor of a second-generation
American. The pre-Civil War society of the Northwest was
"the foundation of our present day American Civilization,"
he rejoiced, "because it certainly moved West, it is moving
East, and from the little I know about the contemporary
South, I believe it is not a stranger there. " 14
The education of young Hansen proceeded by stages
that exposed him to the full range of Western civilization. As
the historian would later insist, based on his own rich
experience, the Midwest was as close to European culture as
was the East. Home, school, and college, the University of
Iowa and Harvard - each in turn were to contribute to his
growth. In the multicultural Hansen household, Danish and
Norwegian (his mother was a native of Christiana, subsequently Oslo) shared equal time with English. The Danes,
even more readily than other Scandivanians, were noted for
rapidly assimilating the language of their adopted land;
-31-

Danish Baptists especially were passionately committed to
bilingualism, if not quite to the trilingualism that was the
special Hansen heritage. In the course of attending a series of
high schools in Michigan, Illinois, and Minnesota, family,
church, and folk culture were augmented with four years of
Latin and introductory
German along with the usual
subjects. Following a brief spell as a schoolteacher, Hansen
matriculated in 1912 with his sister, Ruth, and his brother,
Clarence, at Central College in Pella, Iowa, a state to which
the Hansens had just moved. At this small Baptist college,
especially indebted to the early support of H. B. Scholte, the
forceful Dutch dissenter and University of Leyden graduate,
young Hansen added to his solid school Latin, acquired a
grounding in Greek as well, and rounded out his studies in
classic and modern Western culture. 15
With the outbreak of World War I, Hansen's education
entered a new phase. Even as he resolved to write the epic of
immigration now that it has come to a close, he determined
also to become an American-American. At the University of
Iowa, he learned to read French and tutored in that language
just as he had assisted earlier in Latin at Central College. But
his major interest lay in American history, particularly
western history. In his two years at Iowa he took no fewer
than five courses, equivalent to eighteen units, related to the
westward movement: the territorial growth of the United
States, the history of the old Northwest, the history of the
Louisiana Purchase, the evolution of the western states, and
a special one-year seminar on the West, taken with Louis
Pelzer, a Turnerian who had not studied with Turner. Upon
graduation in 1916, young Hansen was given a special award
by the Sons of the American Revolution, Des Moines
chapter, for standing first in American history. A graduate
year at Iowa completed Hansen's vicarious apprenticeship to
Turner, crowned by Old Fort Snelling: 1819-1858, his M.A.
thesis, a full-length book published the following year by the
State Historical Society of Iowa. 16
To Hansen, Old Fort Snelling was more than a work of
local history. The oldest fort in the old Northwest, it had
become the symbol of his America. At the junction of the
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Minnesota and Mississippi rivers, Fort Snelling, exulted
Hansen, had always flown the Stars and Stripes, had never
been taken by a foreign power, had not fired its cannon upon
foes, or been besieged by Indians. "Its history was not made
by the rifles and sabers of the soldiers," he insisted, and
therefore was unique in the history of the nation. "The axe
and the plow of the pioneer who worked in safety beneath its
potential protection have left their history upon the
landscape of the great Northwest." Ironically, Hansen's
tribute to the peace symbol of his West appeared in summary
in July 1917, in the first issue of Iowa and War. 17
In September 1917, encouraged by Pelzer and the Iowa
History Department, Hansen went east to Harvard on a
fellowship to study with Frederick Jackson Turner. Nineteen
seventeen was a momentous time in the country's history as
it was in the lives of both Hansen and Turner. In January,
Wilson had called for the establishment of a League of
Nations, peace without victory. In February, both houses of
Congress passed the literacy-test bill over the President's
veto bringing unrestricted immigration to a close. And in
April, Congress declared war on Germany, ending a century
of American isolation. For Hansen there was a personal
turning point as well. In March 1917, the elder Markus
Hansen died in Iowa City after forty years of ministering to
Danish and Norwegian immigrants. With him departed his
son's most intimate tie with the Old World and the era of the
great migration, with the New World and the settlement of
his West. 18
The elder Hansen, had he lived on, would not have
recognized his promised land. Almost overnight, America
had become unAmerica. Europe's civil war of empires had
detonated America's psychic war of ethnics, nakedly
dividing the nation along European lines as had no war in its
history. All foreign-sounding
Americans fell under
suspicion. All foreign speakers appeared sinister. All foreign
languages seemed subversive. Culture, customs, and the
dinner table had become politicized. In May 1918, in
Hansen's beloved Iowa, Governor William Harding
proclaimed that freedom of speech "guaranteed by federal
-33-

and state Constitutions" did not guarantee "the right to use a
language other than the language of this country." Although
the proclamation was modified to permit Danish sermons,
Governor Harding's Independence Day message on the
subject of language and loyalty singled out the Danes and the
widespread use of Danish in schools and churches for special
censure. "When they get through, they are full grown, 100
percent Dane," he was reported to have said. "Now, think of
a man who was brought from the filth of Denmark and
placed on a farm for which he has paid perhaps $3 an acre.
Ye gods and fishes, what Iowa has done for him he never can
repay." Danish-American voters registered near total shock.
In three heavily Danish-American precincts, the Harding
vote went from 252 in 1916 to 25 in 1918, from 55 percent of
the ballots to less than 7 percent. There was no doubting that
an epoch in American life had come to a close. Assigned to
artillery officers' training at Camp Taylor, Kentucky,
Hansen, in a letter to his family written one month before the
war ended, playfully mocked the predicament of a patriotic
man of peace.
I am afraid that being a historian is not conducive to
fitting in easily with army traditions. I don't like to look
on myself merely as a part of a machine and I guess I
don't fit in well - there's something peculiar with my
appearance or attitude or something - I don't know
what, that, in times of peace is an advantage. Sometime
I shall preach a sermon on the parable of the Publican
and the Sinner but instead of taking the words of the
Sinner for my text I shall take those of the Publican:
"I thank God that I am not like other men" and preach
a sermon on individuality ... 19
Upon his discharge from the army, Hansen was commissioned by the Iowa Historical Society to prepare two
monographs on welfare campaigns and welfare work for the
"Iowa Chronicles of the World War." The occasion gave him
the opportunity to bare his dim view of war. "Welfare
work," he wrote, "bears a direct relation to the movement
for world peace. . . If war must come it must come alone,
stripped of those evil companions - moral and intellectual
-34-

waste, physical degeneration, and spiritual death." Three
years later, in the final passages of his doctoral dissertation,
Hansen again felt driven to editorialize darkly on another
facet of his lost America. "Visas and three percents are
confusing; compared with a dozen years ago America is
indeed almost a forbidden land. " 2 0
The experiences that stirred young Hansen during the
war and its aftermath were matched by the crisis in the life of
the nation's leading historian. For the first time since 1893,
the historian of the frontier was forced to shift his gaze
radically from west to east. Driven to transfer his historical
sights from the American heartland to the Europe that long
had been his anti-America, Frederick Jackson Turner was
stirred to apply the lessons of American history to the Old
World with a passion that up to then had eluded him. 21
More than a quarter of a century earlier at the University of Wisconsin, two young professors, both recent Johns
Hopkins Ph.D.'s in American history, had co-sponsored a
master's dissertation on the sources of German immigration
to Wisconsin. Expanded into a doctoral dissertation, it was
to be the only study in immigration history supervised by
Turner at his alma mater. 22 Subsequently Turner and
Charles Haskins, colleagues at Wisconsin and later at
Harvard, and lifelong friends, went their opposite scholarly
ways, Turner to the study of the West on the wings of his
frontier thesis, Haskins to the study of medieval Europe.
World War I brought them together again in renewed
collaboration. The revived association of the Americanists'
Americanist and the medievalists' medievalist signaled the
emergence of a revitalized Turner.
In the intervening decades when almost half the whole
white population of the country consisted of immigrants and
their children, a higher proportion than at any time in the
nation's history, Turner and his disciples had been busily
occupied carving out their own super-American identities,
aiming to unite all Americans, but particularly western
Americans, QY defining for them a unique frontier heritage
that distinguished America from Europe, "the valley of
democracy" from the eastern seaboard, early American
-35-

pioneers from later European immigrants. "The advance of
the frontier has meant a steady movement away from the
influence of Europe. . . To study this advance ... is to study
the really American part of our history," rang out Turner's
famous declaration
of historical
independence.
But
ironically, though it had the highest percentage of immigrant
voters of any state, the frontier alchemy was not at all
apparent in Wisconsin. There in the 1890s particularly,
religious, educational, and linguistic issues proved acutely
divisive. In a state with the greatest proportion of German
immigrants and their descendants in the nation, Professor
Turner, no longer "Fritz" (the family nickname for young
Turn er), could take even less comfort in Americans still
untransformed by a frontier rebirth than could young
William Dean Howells in an earlier Ohio. Until the
outbreak of World War I, his oft-cited pronouncement of
1891 proclaiming the unity of Atlantic civilization remained
rhetorical. "Our destiny is interwoven with theirs; how shall
we understand American history without understanding
European history? We do not understand ourselves." The
dialectic, momentum, and contagion of Turner's frontier
thesis left little room for immigration, despite its nominal
place in his historical design. Moreover, Turner seemed
unreceptive and ill at ease with those rustic scholars most
highly motivated and best equipped for research into the
immigrant peopling of the United States. Most notable was
the case of the prideful Norwegian-born Laurence Larson,
who reached the United States at age one - "brought to
U.S., 1870," he noted with apologetic bravado in Who's
Who in America. A president-elect of the American
Historical Association and Hansen's department chairman,
Larson nursed a lifelong suspicion that his unredeemable
foreign birth caused Turner to lose interest in him as a
student, leading Larson to turn .from American to medieval
history under the tutelage of Charles Haskins. 23
Turner's sole excursion into immigration history - a
popular series in the Chicago Herald in 1901 - mirrored
Turn er' s insufficiencies.
Although
significantly
more
insightful than the writings of his contemporaries, these
-36-

articles revealed how inhibiting was his Jacksonian code of
values. When confronted with distinctions of language,
religion, culture, and race, he found it difficult to respond
appropriately. Neither Carl Wittke, a member of Turner's
seminar at Harvard in 1913, nor Theodore Blegen, who
worked at Minnesota with Solon Buck, a Turner product,
received an encouragement from their mentors. Impelled
solely by their own personal needs, Blegen and Wittke
pursued
their
researches
in immigration
history
independently. The only doctoral dissertation in the field
sponsored by Turner at Harvard, George Stephenson's study
of public land policy, was at best only incidentally
immigration history. 2 4
In the fall of 1917, however, Turner and Hansen crossed
paths at a critical time for them both. Together the two
Wilsonians were entering a new phase of their education.
Turner's course on the West fell into eclipse, his seminar had
to be canceled, and the longtime professor of American
history volunteered to teach the European history survey to
the Student Army Training Corps. Subsequently, Turner
joined other history faculty in offering a new course that
aimed to explain to returning students America's role in the
reconstruction of the world. By then World War I had
totally converted Turner from a Jacksonian isolationist into
a Wilsonian internationalist. Eager to instruct the Old World
of its common destiny with the New by reminding it of its
long-term debt to the American democratic example, he
dimly discerned a pattern that would place the immigration
story within an internationl framework of frontier and
section where native and immigrant, America and Europe,
would find their common democratic cause. To his old
friend Charles Haskins, now chief of the Division of Western
Europe of the American Commission to Negotiate the Peace,
Turner entrusted a personal memorandum in 1918, destined
for Woodrow Wilson, projecting a United States of Europe
based on the Pax Americana. "We have given evidence that
immigrants from all nations of the world can live together
peacefully under a single government that does justice," he
wrote. Five years later, in Boston, Turner waxed apocalyptic
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in a Washington's Birthday address: "We have built up the
American peace for a whole continent. . . Unless Europe
learns of some such way, her civilization is doomed to fall in
a great catastrophe ... Will the United States escape?" 25
Even more decisively than his mentor, Hansen, after
1917, veered sharply away from American history. Except
for his seminar and thesis work in immigration history
(based almost entirely on European sources) with Turner, he
did not register for a single course in American history in his
graduate years at Harvard. Instead, he took a series of
courses in English history with Charles Mcilwain, Roger B.
Merriman, and Wilbur Cortez Abbott, a course in bibliography with Haskins, and a two-semester sequence offered
by the economics department in ninteenth-century economic
history that focused first on Europe and then on the United
States. To top it off, he completed his graduate program
with three courses in international law taken in three
successive years. 26 Clearly Hansen was preparing for his
lifework as had no Turner student before him. The binding
together of the history of Europe and America into one
seamless web via the North Atlantic migration had become
his life mission.
Doubtless Turner discerned in Hansen - born in rural
Wisconsin like himself - unusual talents of mind, of person,
and of culture that sychronized with his own and yet
transcended Turner's limitations. The "good historical
farmer" impressed Turner with his ability, his thoroughness,
his clearheadedness, and above all, his "sound judgment."
Although Turner characteristically inquired of students, "Of
what stock are you?" it is unlikely that he gave much
thought to the fact that Hansen identified himself as Danish
and Baptist and listed "Scandinavian" rather than Danish,
Norwegian, or Swedish as a language that he both spoke and
read. It is equally doubtful that Turner was quite aware that
the Danes were the least nationalistic, the least numerous,
and the most mobile, continental, and assimilating of the
Scandinavian
immigrants.
Unlike a great research
foundation that a cast a wide net in search of a scholar
corning from "a nonirnperialistic country with no back-38-

ground of domination of one race over another" to direct a
comprehensive study of the Negro in America, Turner came
upon Hansen by chance. But Marcus Hansen, like Gunnar
Myrdal, would prove a rare find. The American dilemma for
Turner's generation was the immigrant, central to the
American consciousness but as yet unintegrated into an
egalitarian vision of a nation of ethnics. At a time when the
European and the immigrant presence was deafening,
Hansen, like Myrdal at a later time, would "approach the
situation with an entirely fresh mind." 27
Hansen's overarching internationalist view of immigration drew inspiration from three distinct sources. A DanishAmerican, Hansen was stirred by the example of the
renowned Danish literary critic and historian Georg
Brandes, "who devoted himself to the investigation not of
Danish writers but the writers of the western nations" and so
"made more understandable the cultural development of
each separate nation." Certain and pervasive was the
influence of Charles Haskins. In 1922, in his presidential
address to the American Historical Association, Haskins
insisted that it was "the historian's business to tie Europe and
America together in the popular mind" because they were "in
the same boat." Haskins's dismay at the proliferation of
separate professorships and even departments of European
and American history spurred Hansen in his continual effort
to transcend the parochialisms of the academy. At a session
of the American Historical Association devoted to a reassessment of Turner's frontier thesis two years after his death,
Hansen advanced the suggestion that for one year all
American historians study European history and all
European historians do the reverse. Students would then be
provided with history courses sharing common themes that
were continuous, balanced, and faithful to the larger human
experience. Above all, Turner's heightened sense of the
critical importance of relating the Old World to the New via
the story of the immigrant experience and the influence on
Europe of the American democratic presence helped give
thrust to the young historian's researches. In 1932, the year
of Turner's death, the publication of Carl Becker's Heavenly
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City of the Eighteenth Century Philosphers, dedicated
jointly to Charles H. Haskins and Frederick J. Turner, his
teachers and friends, best testified to their roles in the
making of Marcus Hansen as well. 28
Turner spared no efforts to promote his protege.
Thanks primarily to Turner's support, Hansen became the
first historian to be awarded two successive fellowships by
the newly founded Social Science Research Council. The two
years that he spent in Europe permitted him to complete the
major research for The Atlantic Migration. Writing to his
family from Berlin in the spring of 1926, the good internationalist
resignedly
bemoaned
the
obstacles
to
international amity and Atlantic cooperation .
. . . it does make one disgusted when I consider how we
Americans have meetings and conferences, and worry
gray over the settlement of world questions, and then
to notice how light-heartedly and feverishly the Europeans plunge into one action after another unconcerned
as to where it will lead them. They need a little American cold practicality to help them - Europe is the most
fertile and diversified region on the globe. No famines to
contend with as in the east, no fevers as in the tropics,
no great physical barriers as in America. They have
been the "spoiled children" of the universe and all their
troubles they have brought on themselves - but they
don't see it. If we only could be separated from them,
but we can't! I expect to have many things to worry
about in my life due (sic) to them. In the meantime I'll
make the most of their libraries.
But to Turner, after commenting on "daily rumors of
contemplated Anarchist and Bolshevist coups," Hansen,
looking back to the nineteenth century, wrote more
optimistically:
The more I study the origins of the emigration movement in the middle of the last century, the more I realize
what a tremendous reputation American democracy
had in Europe at that time and the interest with which
all its developments were followed by the common
man. I am almost beginning to think that Nineteenth
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Century European Democracy owes less to the "leaven"
of the French Revolution than it does to the practical experience of the United States during the first half of the
century - an example that came before them every day
in the newspapers. I have a suspicion that you suggested
this idea on one occasion in seminar. I am finding many
evidences of its truth. So once having been a model to
save Europe politically we must now be an example to
save them industrially. You see I haven't lost any of my
hundred percentism by living abroad. 29
Turner's active promotion of Hansen's career reflected
both his esteem for Hansen and his overpowering urge to
take a hand in contributing a cosmopolitan and internationalist dimension to American history that earlier had
defied his own grasp. In addition to Hansen, the two other
historians to receive the first Social Science Research Council
Fellowships in 1925 also reflected the internationalist thrust:
Edgar W. Knight was to study the folk high schools in
Scandinavia, in effect, Denmark: and Thomas P. Martin, a
Turner student, interested in the international aspects of the
antislavery movement, was to study the influence of trade
on Anglo-American relations, 1815-1875. Indeed, a year
earlier, Turner had arranged for his last doctoral student,
Merle Curti, to research "The Young America of 1852" in
France and Germany. However, Turner's eagerness to
persuade leading departments of history to endow a chair in
immigration history proved of no avail. Nor did Turner
succeed in his overzealous efforts to convince his friend Max
Farrand, the director of the new Huntington Library,
dedicated to Anglo-American studies, of the wisdom of
appointing Hansen a research associate on the grounds that
"one cannot understand Anglo-American civilization apart
from the influence of the immigrant stocks." Yet Hansen,
totally committed to the study of immigration history, never
relented in his determination to find his proper place.
Despite his diverse talents and interests, he remained
unmoved by opportunities in other fields. He turned down a
professionship in current international politics and the
problems of international organization. He probably would
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have rejected appointments in religious and cultural history
as well, had they been tendered. " .... I hope to work as
persistently to secure the means by which the phenomenon
of immigration may be explored to its depths as I have
worked in prospecting over the field and charting the most
promising veins," avowed Hansen in 1927 in a letter to his
friend Arthur M. Schlesinger, Sr. 30
Finally, Hansen was able to choose between Iowa and
Illinois. At Iowa he would have been assigned to teach only
two courses. They were American social history and aspects
of European social history, custom-tailored to his transatlantic and internationalist perspective and complementary
to each other. Even Carl Becker, who wrote mainly
American history while teaching modern European history
almost exclusively, had never been given such an
opportunity. The Iowa library, however, was in no position
to support Hansen's acquisition needs in immigration
history. By contrast, Illinois offered magnificent library
resources that included a formidable collection of immigrant
newspapers rescued from oblivion in 1917 (now on deposit
at the Midwestern Library Center). Despite the heavier
teaching load at Illinois, he therefore accepted Laurence
Larson's invitation to join the Illinois history department.
There, alongside a Turnerian course on social and economic
forces in nineteenth-century America, Hansen introduced a
one-year sequence in American immigration history that
proved a genuine innovation. While the lack of graduate
students with a language competence proved disappointing,
as he wrote Turner, undergraduates with language skills in
Swedish, German, Polish, Italian, and Czech prepared
family histories that were the real stuff of the immigration
story. 31
The University of Illinois presented another attraction,
a home away from home. In 1911, a faculty-graduate
student Scandinavian Society, Heimskringla, had been
founded by lonely Scandinavian-Americans
as a cultural
haven in a university town where not a trace of
Scandinavian institutional life was to be found. Upon
coming to Illinois in 1907, Laurence Larson, a charter
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member of Heimskringla and the product of ethnically rich
and diversified Iowa and Wisconsin had reacted to the drab
uniformity of Urbana with a sense of cultural shock. "It
seemed that every influence, personal and institutional, that
had held me in the old grooves had been removed," recalled
Larson. A generation later Hansen would not quite know
that experience. At Heimskringla's monthly meetings
Hansen's homebred Scandinavian culture was broadened
and deepened by exposure to the new Scandinavian culture
and the old, from the sculpture of Carl Milles and the
Norwegian Landsmaal movement and evenings with Ole
Rolvaag, Carl J. Hambro, and Halvdan Koht to readings in
Old Norse. Heimskringla's most active member and its
stalwart historian from the time of his arrival, Hansen
regularly presented papers at its meetings based on his own
researches that reflected his evenhanded devotion to the
cultures of all the Scandinavian peoples. These were, in the
order that they were presented: "The Relative Proportions of
the European Stocks Represented in the American
Population of 1790, with Special Reference to the Swedish
Element," drawn from a larger study of the minor stocks in
the American population in 1790 that he had prepared for
the American Council of Learned Societies; an insightful
sketch of "The First Eighteen Years of Heimskringla As
Revealed by the First Volume of Records"; "The Career of
Fridtjof Nansen" in collaboration with Clarence Berdahl;
"The Proposed Scandinavian American Exhibit at the
Chicago Exposition of 1933"; "The Future of Norwegian
Culture in the United States"; "My Tour of Scandinavia in
the Summer of 1935" (illustrated); and "The Danish
American Archives at Aalborg." In 1937, the year Laurence
Larson was president-elect of the American Historical Association, Hansen served as toastmaster at Heimskringla's
twenty-fifth anniversary banquet. 3 2
The mid-1930s were years of growing maturity for
Hansen as he struggled to define the conflicting impulses and
emotions that coursed through his mind in his attempt to
give shape to his researches. In 1934, after accepting an
invitation to lecture at the University of London, he wrote
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Laurence Larson just before sailing from New York, "It will
give me a unique pleasure to get up and tell them that the
United States is the child, not of England, but of Europe, and
to trace the foundation and development of Continental
institutions alongside the transplanted English." But when he
reached London after a six-month stay on the Continent, he
rejoiced. It proved "almost like coming home" to "kindred
ground" as it had been for George Ticknor over a century
earlier, who upon landing in Falmouth "could have fallen
down and embraced it like Julius Caesar."33
Hansen's sabbatical leave in 1934 was devoted primarily
to the study of the Scandinavian immigration for the years
1870-1890, the years central to his own family story, and to
the second volume of his projected immigration epic. Of the
six months he spent in Scandinavia, he devoted three to
Denmark, where his encounter with the real and imagined
worlds of familiar faces, ancestral graces, and group
memories attained the personal cogency and poignance of a
family reunion. "The people are a cross-section of those with
whom we have lived in Minnesota and elsewhere (or viceversa); and this is one place where you are understood at
once when you give your name as 'Hansen'," he wrote his
family from Copenhagen. Hansen saturated himself in small
Denmark. He traveled no less than twenty-one hundred
miles and made a special pilgrimage to his father's native
village on the island of Langeland. "The place is dominated
by two hills on one of which is the old mill and on the other
the church," he wrote. "The church was open so I went in
and sat down. The interior is a little gem - altar, baptismal
font and pulpit - associated with the family since the
medieval times." He was excited and thrilled by dimly
glimpsed culture nuances. "I am convinced that there is a
peculiar type of Danish humor which can be found on every
page of the newspapers and which crops up constantly in
conversation." But in his mother's Oslo, as in Denmark, he
was perplexed by unanticipated language barriers that he
had not encountered in his researches. "I ought to be able to
speak with the natives but just as the Danish in Copenhagen
was a foreign language compared with the Danish we
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learned, so the Norwegian 1s, to me, practically
unintelligible." If the depression seemed remote 1n
Scandinavia, where there was still a "good word" for
"Democracy," Hansen's chance meeting in Copenhagen with
speechless refugees from Nazi Germany cast a deep shadow.
"I've never seen living beings with such frightened and
hunted looks in their eyes," he wrote Arthur M. Schlesinger,
Sr. "I begin to understand the French Revolution a little
more." 34
Hansen had never resolved the dilemma of ethnicity. In
his final public addresses, he lamented the cultural cost of
Americanization when he wrote of the immigrant:
He was not a musician nor an artist but he did have
an appreciation of music and art that the Yankee lacked
and no matter how small the village about which his
social life had revolved some means of satisfaction
existed. Public opinion assured that it should. But how
different was America - certainly, the America with
which he associated! Square boxes for homes and long
boxes for churches; no painting but the crude sign that
swung over the tavern door; no songs but unintelligible
camp meeting hymns; no music but the fiddler's string
squeaking "Turkey in the Straw." What was worse than
the absence of the arts was the contempt in which the
native American held all accomplishments of this nature. Strong and healthy men should not be concerned
with such trivialities so long as there were trees to be
cut, stones to be rolled or even horses to be traded. In
his effort to recreate part of what had been lost the
immigrant settler could expect no cooperation or encouragement from his Yankee neighbor.
Yet Hansen's ambivalence is no better demonstrated
than in his view of the American Civil War. On the one
hand, he argued, it was a prime determinant of the nation's
misguided Americanization policy that legislated cultural
uniformity. On the other, he was convinced that the remarkable Americanizing influence of the Civil War, joining
immigrants and natives in a common objective and blurring
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ethnic differences, had prevented the crystallization of the
minority problems that helped to destroy Europe. 35
In his last public address, "Who Shall Inherit
America?," Hansen anticipated the consequences of the disappearance of immigration. He might even have foreseen that
what might be called Hansen's disappearance-of-immigration thesis could be employed to justify new educational
legislation to alleviate the sense of cultural deprivation, if
not depression, that followed upon the erosion of ethnic
cultures and institutions.
Clearly, Hansen's analysis
provided a no less valid historical rationale for legislation
that "would restore by law an equality that formerly had
been guaranteed by the conditions of American life" than
had
Turner's
disappearance-of-free-land
thesis
for
vindicating the programs of the New Deal. Hansen may have
doubted the merits of the New Deal but not the historical
claims for its vindication. Like Oscar Handlin, he doubtless
would also have been skeptical of the wisdom of the Ethnic
Heritage Studies Act funded by Congress in 1974. But like
Handlin he too would have reasserted the genuineness of the
problem and called in fresh accents for the application of
greater historical understanding and social imagination to
the problems of ethnicity, community, and culture. The
withering away of elemental continuities and the freeing of
the individual has of course been the dialectic central to the
writings of Oscar Handlin, where it has been given universal
dimensions. 36
Marcus Lee Hansen's career spanned an era that
anticipated our own and with whose most advanced
strivings he was wholly identified. It opened with the passing
of the old American ethnic frontier and the launching of a
new Europe where new republics, small nations, and
minority peoples seemed slated to find their places alongside
the great powers. Enhanced mutuality between New World
and Old seemed an inevitable goal that would enrich both. It
closed with global catastrophe.
To Hansen the myth of the archetypal immigrant
grafted onto the myth of the frontier was essential for the
creation of his own saga, 1n which the universal
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phenomenon of immigration was bound into the special
histories of all the ethnics. "Hands across the seas"
sentiments and ties that would foster world peace, understanding, and the recognition and regeneration of the
nation 's genuine multicultural tradition seemed the natural
consequence of the great American experiment in the
twentieth century. 37 The extension of Hansen's grand vision
to encompass Americans of non-European as well as of
European origin has been the central ongoing task of his
successors. The first historian to contemplate the cultural
experience of the United States in totally democratic and
pluralistic terms, Hansen truly was America's first
transethnic historian. 38
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